Promoting students’ note-taking skills through task-based learning  by Kırkgöz, Yasemin
1877-0428 © 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.03.691  
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 4346–4351
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
WCES-2010 
Promoting students’ note-taking skills through task-based learning 
Yasemin KÕrkgöza * 
aÇukurova University, Faculty of education, Department of ELT, 01330 BalcalÕ, Adana Turkey 
Received November 3, 2009; revised December 11, 2009; accepted January 19, 2010 
Abstract 
Taking notes during a lecture is a highly demanding skill and creates problems for students who are learning English as a second 
or foreign language for academic purposes. This experimental study was conducted with adult learners receiving an intensive 
English language teaching program. The study was designed to promote effective strategies of listening, familiarize the students 
with note-taking conventions, and make note-taking relevant to students for the world outside the classroom, such as their target 
faculties which offer English-medium instruction, through developing appropriate note taking tasks.  Findings obtained from pre-
and post-test results as well as authentic lectures revealed that the students were able to reach a stage where they could take notes 
selectively, confidently and independently. 
 
Keywords: Academic lecture; listening and note-taking; simulated lectures; authentic lectures. 
 
1. Introduction 
The main objective of note-taking is to capture the essential points of the lecture and keep a record of the main ideas, which 
the student later uses for revision, particularly for examination purposes or to write a summary or a report based on 
the notes (KÕrkgöz, 1995). Taking notes during a lecture is a highly demanding skill and creates problems for students who 
are learning English as a second or foreign language for Academic Purposes. For students, participation in lectures requires 
active listening and effective note-taking skills. Training students to take notes during lectures is an important 
component of the English for Academic Purposes curriculum in preparing them for their future academic classes. 
For this reason, a course on Academic Lectures and Note-taking is needed in order to enable students to                   
2. Lecture discourse 
Listening to a lecture and taking notes involves selective listening - listening for what is important and for the 
main idea. It requires that listeners predict information actively and attend to key words selectively. It also involves 
global listening in which the purpose is to gain the overall sense or gist of the discourse. By learning to attend to 
cues and facts selectively, students become more capable of handling note-taking (Adkins & McKean, 1983). 
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It is generally believed that a lecture is mainly a monologue in which the lecturer monitors the listener, holding 
the floor. It is a ‘special genre’ (Swales, 1990) and possesses most of the characteristics of spoken discourse. Sally 
(1985) points out that “a lecture is more than casual conversation. It is a continuous speech where the material 
presented to the audience is usually pre - planned, and arranged in an orderly manner without the loose informality 
of everyday conversation” (pp. 187). 
Although the lecture genre falls mainly into the transactional view of language (Rost, 1990), the aim of which is 
to achieve a successful 'transfer of information', the argument put forward by Murphy and Candlin stresses also the 
interactive nature of the lecture:  "Despite its apparent one-man-show format, the lecture is an interactive situation. 
It is not simply monologue delivered into space which happens to be occupied by somebody. Audience and speaker 




32 adult learners, aged between 18-20 and receiving an intensive English language teaching programme, in 
Çukurova University, Turkey, were the participants of this study. 15 of the students were the prospective students of the 
Department of Economics, in which 30% of instruction is offered in English, and the remaining 17 students were the 
future students of the Departments of the Mechanical Engineering and the Electrics-Electronics, fully English-
medium departments, in which most information is conveyed through lectures. This study lasted three-month with 2 
hours weekly teaching. 
3.2. Identifying  problem 
In order to diagnose the problems students experience during note-taking and to identify students’ specific needs in 
relation to listening and note-taking, the students were given a short lecture on a general topic “cultural adjustment” by the 
researcher, and they were asked to listen to the lecture carefully and take appropriate notes.  The students’ papers were then collected 
and analyzed in terms of note - taking principles. Analysis of the students' notes revealed a tendency among the students to 
try to treat note-taking as a dictation. It has been found that despite the brief introduction they had been given to 
note-taking, the students had not fully mastered the mechanical aspects of note-taking such as abbreviation, outlining 
and indentation. They also had a tendency to try to understand everything, which as stated by Ur (1984) is impossible even 
in one's native language. Therefore, they could not use their notes appropriately. They concentrated very hard on 
writing every word they could hear thus treating note-taking as a dictation.  In addition, the students were found to have a 
serious listening problem in recognizing the function of discourse markers, topic shifts and the value of signalling 
cues.  
4. Designing a task-based lecture and note-taking course 
The problems mentioned in the previous section constitute a serious handicap for students in taking appropriate notes 
in lectures. The difference between note-taking and writing word for word is summed up by James et al., as: "writing word-for-
word, as in dictation requires no comprehension; however, effective note-taking requires selective listening and analytic 
writing not attending to every single word" (1988:10). 
However, we have seen that there is a tendency among them to try to understand and write down every single 
word they hear, thus treating note-taking as a dictation. When they miss out a word or come to an 
incomprehensible word, they tend to give up note-taking, feeling frustrated. 
The major aim of this study was to develop in the students appropriate note-taking strategies by designing a 
whole range of tasks, because it was only through developing appropriate tasks that students could gain effective 
note-taking strategies in a lecture context. Two types of tasks were practised in this study: 
On-line task, which is an activity performed while listening and thus subject to time pressure, as in note-taking. 
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Retrospective task, i.e., summary writing, which requires response after listening to the lecture, to be practised as an 
extension to note-taking. 
This study was designed in three stages starting with guided and ending in free note-taking studies, described 
below: 
4.1. Basic steps in note-taking 
As students displayed two problem areas in my experimental group, first it was necessary to deal with the basic 
note-taking conventions. Therefore, students were initially given five hours of class sessions in basic note-taking 
principles, as follows: 
4.1.1. Main idea and sub-ideas 
One of the key skills in note-taking is to be selective, that is, deciding what is important according to the speaker 
as well as the listener's knowledge of the subject. 
The main idea in academic discourse is the most general idea with supporting details which describe, classify or 
explain it. Main ideas are usually cued to the listener by semantic markers. In order to help students identify the 
main idea and differentiate it from the details, five short lecture segments were presented by the researcher, each 
focusing on one particular rhetorical function, i.e., definition, classification, which was gradually increased ill length 
and complexity. Students were encouraged to eliminate from their notes such phrases as "is defined as/is known 
as/there are many kinds of...." and restrict themselves to only information-carrying words. They were also given 
practice in removing redundant items, including the verb to be, modal verbs, articles, etc. 
Analysis of lecture discourse has demonstrated that lectures are made up of different functional sections (Wallace, 
1980). In order to make the transitions between these sections clear to the listeners, the lecturer uses various discourse 
markers, such as:  
 
Now, I am going to talk about (X), 
In the first part of my talk I am going to describe......................................  
My first point is.... 
I'd like to draw your attention to ...........................  
Moving now onto.................  
Summing up my points......................  
 
The main benefit of drawing students' attention to the importance of such discourse features is to raise their 
consciousness. When the students get lost or miss points in a lecture, rather than feeling frustrated and giving up 
note-taking, they can wait until the next signal to catch more clues and continue taking notes. 
4.1.2. Abbreviations 
Abbreviations and symbols act as time-saving devices, and are used to make notes more quickly, to allow 
students to keep pace with lecturers. Students who were not fully familiar with this practice were given a list of 
standardised abbreviations and symbols. Although it was continuously emphasised that note-taking is a highly 
individual skill and that students were at liberty to develop their own style, they were also given suggestions as to 
how they could abbreviate their notes. 
Then, they were given suggestions as to how to develop their own personal abbreviations, such as using stars or 
underlining to highlight the important items, using arrows, diagrams, to show the relationship of one idea to another. 
Students at this stage could    use abbreviations that they could interpret later. To give further practice abbreviations, 
students were given unabbreviated notes of a lecture and asked to make the necessary abbreviations. 
4.1.3. Outlining 
One skill in note-taking is to be clear, showing how the ideas recorded are related to each other. Layout is 
important for the note-taker to understand their notes sometime later. An outline is an organised list of information 
and ideas displayed in a visual and logical way to show the relationship between the main idea and supporting 
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details. The use of clear lay-out, numbers and letters assists fast and accurate interpretation of the notes. To show 
the connection between ideas the following suggestions were used: 
 
Space: The presentation of the notes is important so that the main parts can be seen easily. Therefore, a short form 
of the main idea is written at the far left margin of the paper. Then, below it are listed the details, examples, etc. 
indented further to the right. 
Numbers and letters: can be used. In this way, students can see at a glance the framework of the lecture. 
4.2. Note-taking in simulated lectures 
After the students had become fully equipped with the basic techniques of note-taking, as a next stage, note-
taking was practised in a simulated lecture context. 
The lecture texts, which were selected for this purpose, were either specifically designed for lecture purposes or 
were adapted to serve that purpose. The students were presented with lectures on general scientific topics which 
gradually increased in length and complexity. 
4.2.1. Guided note-taking practice 
Before presenting a lecture, a guided note-taking sheet was prepared which showed the incomplete outline of 
the lecture and included headings and main points. Students were asked to complete the spaces left for notes on the 
guided note-taking sheets and advised to record only the main information to remind them of the lecture content. 
The main purpose of giving such guidance at this stage was to avoid students writing down redundant matter with 
little relevance to the main topic. At this point, it was essential to provide support for the task, as neither group was 
secure in identifying the relative importance of various points. 
Before the lecture, students were given the guided note-taking sheet and asked to look through it to get an idea of 
the overall content of the lecture, which helped them formulate initial hypotheses. As in a genuine lecture situation, 
they were then asked some questions relevant to the lecture content. This was to help them to search their current 
knowledge of the topic and relate the subject matter to their background knowledge, thereby activating their 
schemata. During the lecture, students were allowed to interrupt appropriately and make requests such as, "Could 
you speak more loudly" or ask for clarification. 
Using guided note-taking in this experimental study proved useful in that a quick look at the incomplete outline 
of the lecture helped the students listen selectively and actively without attending to every word: i.e., to behave like 
efficient listeners. 
4.2.2. Free note-taking 
After ten lecture presentations, the students displayed a recognisable improvement in their note-taking 
performances, and were able to record only the information relevant to the lecture. From this point, the guidance 
provided so far was gradually removed and students were allowed to take free notes. No framework was provided. 
At this stage, students became entirely responsible for the content of their notes. 
The methodology for the sessions in which students worked towards free note-taking is illustrated in the following 
section: 
4.2.2.1. Pre-listening discussion 
Before listening to the lecture, students were asked questions related to the content of the lecture to help them 
build up prediction and activate their existing schemata related to the subject. The purpose of this was to direct the 
student’s attention to the topic, thereby stimulating interest and making use of existing knowledge. Once the 
students had formulated a mental picture of the lecture discourse, they were presented with the lecture. 
4.2.2.2. Individual listening and note-taking 
At this stage, students were individually responsible for the content of their notes. The first listening and note-
taking was followed with the second listening and note-taking. Students were allowed a five-minute interval in 
which to refine their notes. They then listened to the lecture a second time. They could then compare and discuss 
their notes with a partner. 
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4.2.2.3. Feedback 
In feedback sessions a key to note-taking was prepared on a transparency and possible variations and alternatives 
were discussed. At this stage, students were allowed to examine each lecture transcript on the overhead projector 
and analyse it in terms of the main ideas, details, redundancy, repetition, etc. with the teacher. 
4.2.2.4. Extension activities  
As Adkins and McKean state "good notes represent the essential intermediate stage to good writing and effective 
speaking" (1983: 22). Since the notes taken during the lecture provided the framework of that lecture and formed a 
type of summary, students were asked to write a summary of the lecture or have a discussion, as an extension to 
their note-taking tasks, using their notes. Some topics, like education systems of different countries, sport, free-time 
activities, generated debate or the desire for follow-up activities and these provided opportunities to practice 
speaking skills. 
4.3. Note-taking from authentic lectures 
The final stage of this study involved inviting guest lecturers from the English-medium faculties of the Çukurova 
University to give lectures. Before they presented their lecture, I asked the lecturers to prepare a lecture outline 
which I later used to compare with the students’ notes. I recorded the lecturers and listened to them later on, to 
compare the students' notes with the main points of the lecture. In my analysis I found that students’ notes clearly 
demonstrated that the main points and the necessary details highlighted by the lecturer had been recorded. 
I also analysed the students’ notes with the help of lecturers. Their comment was that the notes, on the whole, 
included the essential points mentioned in the lectures, thereby providing a summary of the information explained. 
Lecturers were impressed with the note-taking strategies of the students and considered them satisfactory and up to 
standard. The students were first given several hours of class sessions to help them familiarize with note-taking 
principles and the nature of academic discourse through designing guided and free note-taking tasks. As a next 
stage, note-taking was practiced in a simulated lecture context. The final stage involved inviting guest lecturers from 
the English-medium departments to help students familiarize with the authentic lecture and note taking. 
5. Evaluation of the study 
After each note taking task, each student’s paper was collected and analyzed and a record was kept for each 
individual student to observe their progress during the note-taking course.  The records showed steady progress as 
a result of students’ exposure to systematic training in note-taking. To assess the effectiveness of the above 
techniques, after each lecture I collected and analysed each student's notes and kept a record for individual 
students to observe their progress during the note-taking course, throughout the research period. The records 
showed steady progress as a result of their exposure to systematic training in note-taking, within a two-month 
period. As well as keeping a record of individual students' notes for their progress, the evaluation of the students’ 
notes during the authentic lecture was probably the most important criterion in deciding the quality of note-taking.    
Following the stages I attempted to describe above, the lecturers commented that students were capable of 
following the authentic lecture and recording the main information successfully. In order to evaluate the extent to 
which the present course has been effective,     which was given as a pre-test at the beginning of the study was 
also implemented as a post-test at the end of the three month experimental study. Each student’s paper was 
evaluated by the researcher. The students displayed considerable improvement in their note taking. 
6. Conclusion 
This study aimed to promote effective strategies of listening, familiarise the students with note-taking conventions, and 
make note-taking appropriate and relevant to the students for the world outside the classroom through developing a task-based  
programme.  The framework developed for this study has been successful in bringing the students to a stage where 
they could take notes selectively, confidently and independently. It is expected that the framework developed for 
this study could serve as a model to be applied in other contexts where similar needs exist. 
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